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Familiar Aliens: Teletubbies and Postmodern Childhood
Jonathan Bignell
This article argues that the British pre-school children's television programme Teletubbies develops some of the theoretical concerns of postmodernist criticism. The aim of the article is to consider how this theoretical discourse and Teletubbies work together to rethink the notion of the child, as a conceptual category and an audience category imagined for British television.
I shall argue that the aesthetic of Teletubbies corresponds to the reflexive textuality identified by postmodernist theory, and instantiates some of the confusions between self and other, adult and child, that this theoretical discourse has debated.
1 Some of the existing work on
Teletubbies discusses it in terms of its effects on the child audience and its relationship to educational and social goals, using arguments that adduce what is claimed to be knowledge about actual children. 2 In contrast, this article discusses arguments that derive from abstract conceptions of childhood as a condition or life-stage. However, I demonstrate here that these two approaches keep merging into each other, and that this issue is part of the greater problem of boundaries, propriety and ambivalence that postmodernist thinking has addressed and of which it is a symptom. The French theorist Jean-François Lyotard is interested in childhood as a discursive category, rather than in actual children as concrete individual subjects. He discusses childhood in relation to notions of process, such as the process of constitution of the subject, and the relation between a subject and an object, event, or experience. Discussing childhood opens up the issue of teleology, for the concept of the child is understood as that being who will become an adult, and the concept of adulthood is produced against the retrospective invocation of the concept of the child. Similarly, for Lyotard, a text is 'modern only if it is first postmodern'. 3 A completed state (of adulthood, or modernity) is constituted by a moment of formation (childhood, or the postmodern) which is retrospectively constructed.
This works rhetorically to establish childhood as a subversive model of subjectivity, or of new configurations of textuality and politics. Childhood is represented as a way of being in which cultural formation is still in process, so that childhood is part of culture and also borders it,
anticipates it or transcends it because it is not yet fully integrated into it.
In what follows, these questions are taken further with a predominant focus on
Teletubbies rather than the theoretical context that I have briefly outlined. I return later to theoretical discussion around Lyotard's influential philosophical and critical writing about postmodernism, and consider the aesthetics and production contexts of Teletubbies in terms of the problems around television and childhood that the programme raises. My main argument is that Teletubbies casts childhood as both familiar and alien, just as the Teletubbies themselves are, and poses television as a mediator of the uncertain boundaries between adulthood and childhood, familiar and alien, human and inhuman. In doing this, Teletubbies participates in a contemporary structure of feeling whereby these dualities are being questioned and rethought in media culture as well as in postmodernist theoretical discourse. Because television is a key boundary space that negotiates understandings of adulthood and childhood, self and other, now and then, here and there, it is both an instance of that structure of feeling and a means for worrying over and modelling it.
Teletubbies was made by Ragdoll Productions for BBC, in 260 episodes of 30 minutes each. It was first screened in Britain from 1997-2001, followed by sales to over 120 countries and translation into over 40 languages. The series was shot at a large outdoor set near
Ragdoll's headquarters in Stratford-Upon-Avon. The set consists of a sculpted landscape of hillocks populated with flowers and large rabbits, with the Teletubbies' home, the Tubbytronic Superdome, at its centre. 4 The 
Childhood for television
Thus far I have been discussing childhood as a way of being that is represented by the of finding out what children 'naturally' do, producing useful knowledge to help make its programmes. This positions the actual child as an originary object of knowledge, that is already true to itself and can be learned from by adults in order to construct a concept of the child audience and its needs or competencies. However, the notion of actual children as natural, having natural behaviours that can be observed, relies on the assumption that childhood is already there in actual children, untouched and available to be known. So the natural being of actual children can only be natural inasmuch as the concept of a natural childhood is placed at an origin that is other to the processes and acquisition of knowledge. It seems that that which is to be known exists outside knowledge and is brought into it, but the bringing of natural childhood into knowledge already requires that natural childhood to have been set up as its other and its object. Once the supposed natural childhood is claimed as an object of knowledge then it is no longer natural in that originary and alien sense, since the concept of natural childhood is defined precisely by its quality as an alien unknown. Ragdoll creates the possibility of knowledge of childhood so that it can be mobilised as knowledge and then relayed back to actual children in the form of programmes aimed at a child audience which is also necessarily a concept rather than an actuality. There is a circle of knowledge production, in which Ragdoll creates an image of childhood from actual children so that other actual children can be imagined as an audience. Ragdoll also creates a concept of the child existing in a natural state before that knowledge about actual children, whose behaviour might confirm or modify it. The concept of childhood and the activity of actual children seem to legitimate each other, but are instead two different signifieds whose roles as antecedent or subsequent can be reversed. Teletubbies also provides opportunities for specifically visual revelation of alien and intriguing creatures, objects and landscapes as I have discussed above. Again, the apparent stability of contrary terms is disrupted by the Teletubbies' derivation from ideas about human-like aliens and alien-like humans, where childhood is the terrain on which these are brought together and become equivalent. Fleming has also noted. 10 Lyotard's analysis refers to the child as a concept and not an empirical entity, and argues that it is inhuman because childhood presupposes that a process of development, and the ideologies which shape the meaning of childhood in Western culture,
have not yet finished processing it into the normative human state that adulthood is understood to be. Lyotard also argues that postmodern technoculture is inhuman in the sense that it is an inorganic and external supplement to the human body and subjectivity that entangles itself with and penetrates the human body and psyche. There are theorists, such as Neil Postman for example, who have argued that contemporary technological media culture puts an end to the natural innocence of childhood. 11 So one way of understanding the postmodernist assertion that the subjects of highly developed Western societies are living at the end of history and at the end of the human is to think of these endings as the end of the child, since the child is conceived as the origin of the human. But following Lyotard's argument that connects 13 childhood to the postmodern and to media technoculture would produce the opposite conclusion. For Lyotard, childhood as origin of the human is inhuman itself, because childhood is defined as that condition which has not yet become the rational subjectivity of adulthood that characterises humanity in modernity. So childhood, the postmodern, and technoculture are analogous to each other as supplements that challenge the borders of the human. Postman invokes childhood as an other condition that is the object of contemporary consumer culture's deformation of the concept of the human, and argues that commodification's negative effects can be shown by the damage it does to childhood. By contrast, Lyotard invokes childhood to assimilate it with postmodernism, and to argue that adulthood's technoculture produces an agency for adulthood that matches the playful and positive agency he finds in childhood's state of becoming. These two approaches each deal with the stakes of modernity and media culture, with opposite conclusions, but each adopts childhood as the conceptual terrain for describing how subjectivity is transformed and made other to its accustomed forms. The discursive construct of childhood can be deployed theoretically to deconstruct the notion of the subject in modernity, and can be connected to the technological media culture which similarly borders and challenges human subjectivity. The textuality of Teletubbies, through its ambivalent invocation of conceptions of childhood and of television, is engaged in this struggle over the borders between human and inhuman, and the questions of aesthetics and politics that the struggle raises. the Teletubbies are familiar in the sense they represent childhood and are childlike, they make childhood familiar. Yet because they are alien, non-human creatures, they make childhood alien too when they represent it. Teletubby dolls and other toys both belong to childhood and mark its difference from adulthood, and as commodities they also draw childhood into sets of relationships with objects and meanings that are familiar aspects of adult consumer culture.
The dual significance of the Teletubbies as both familiar and alien adds an interesting twist to this argument about the commodity culture of toys, by drawing attention to the ways in which toys in general are consumer objects that blur the boundaries between childhood and adulthood, introducing the notions of getting and having objects into childhood, and the notion of becoming a self by playing out identities in parallel and in contrast to objects into adulthood.
Toys are often blamed for making childhood as acquisitive as adulthood, but far from toys determining what the culture of childhood is, the production of the embodied human self in childhood works by establishing an inhuman and alien object (the toy) in order to distinguish it from the human and familiar entity that it will help to define as its other (the child). 13 The same process shapes the way that the concept of childhood is invoked as the determinant of adulthood, where childhood is projected retrospectively as an other epoch in which adulthood was already being prepared for but whose meaning can only be understood subsequently. But as I argued above in relation to the deployment of the concept of childhood in Lyotard's writing, this leaves the concepts of the toy and of the child as inhuman, both coming before adult subjective agency, and also inhabiting it as the sign of its own possibility. The concepts of childhood and the toy occupy the same discursive position as the postmodern does in Lyotard's formulation, because each of them is projected backwards as a foundation for what happens later. For Lyotard, the postmodern is that which is not yet determined, but which will have been the founding moment when a subsequent state of modernity is formed. The same logic produces Lyotard's conception of childhood as a state of becoming whose meaning and identity can only be understood retrospectively.
The aesthetic forms of Teletubbies match dominant conceptions of what television
for children should do to develop competencies that will be needed in adulthood, and thus create a concept of childhood that legitimates some kinds of television aesthetic and excludes others. There is a childhood constructed for television, which legitimates television for children. Roger Singleton-Turner, for example, an experienced BBC producer and director, has written a book addressed both to programme-makers and also a wider audience of educators, parents, and officials concerned with children and television. 14 programmes, according to the 'stage' in development which the child is assumed to be at, with the simplest forms for the youngest audience. In programmes for the youngest audience, like Teletubbies, relationships between long shots and close ups should be signposted, to avoid confusion over the sizes of objects and people. Time ellipses between shots should be rare in programmes for young children, and cutting rates should be slower than for an adult audience. Thus the form of children's programmes that
Singleton-Turner recommends comes to resemble early cinema, and children's programmes repeat the 'evolution' of film from a static camera shooting theatrical boxed sets, with little cutting or change of frame size, to a contemporary style of rapid montage, fast cutting, and unmotivated use of pan or close up in programmes for older children.
The learning curve of child viewers becomes a condensed version of the normative and teleological history of audio-visual communication.
These principles for making programmes aimed at young children repeat the problems of knowledge that I outlined in relation to Ragdoll's research into actual children's play. They propose that childhood is characterised by underdevelopment of the faculties of cognition that make sense of dimension, cause and effect, temporal sequence and spatial relationships. Research into actual children's behaviour legitimates this, establishing childhood as an other mode of being to adulthood, and leading to specific television forms that aim to give back to the imagined child audience the kind of television that the research has claimed it needs. Ragdoll's Teletubbies webpage briefly explains the form of the programme in these terms, for example: 'In Teletubbyland, things happen again and again, giving a child time to discover patterns of cause and effect, allowing a child to anticipate what will happen next.' 17 Repetition of this kind can be seen when the actuality sequences of children playing are repeated, when individual
Teletubbies repeatedly perform an action, such as jumping into a puddle, and in the repetition of narrative segments that persist from episode to episode, such as the opening line of voice-over narration, the Teletubbies' welcoming waves to the camera, or their refusals to go to bed at the end. Spatial relationships and the proportionality of objects of different sizes are built into the design of the outdoor set, where the hillocks of the landscape allow for Teletubbies to walk towards a static camera from a distance, periodically disappearing behind hillocks and reappearing again, or wending their way towards the camera from afar along the contours of the landscape. However, the programme also plays with this carefully structured environment of time and space, for example in an extended sequence where Tinky Winky 'impossibly' puts all kinds of objects discovered in Teletubbyland into his bag. Objects both large and small are stuffed into the bag, which is clearly much too small to contain them all. This is a magical game with proportional size that can only achieve its comic effect in distinction to the rules of space and proportion that the programme has already worked to establish.
As in other aspects of my argument here, Teletubbies establishes rules so that it can break them, or makes ideas familiar so that they can become alien, and plays with distinctions and oppositions so that they are deconstructed.
Teletubbies is thus addressed to an imagined audience defined by its childhood, and the Some commentators argued that Teletubbies was not educative enough, because it uses some 'primitive babytalk' like 'Eh-oh' for Hello, and does little to encourage understanding of reading, number or spatial concepts, for example. 18 The demand for television to communicate knowledge and citizenship rests on the argument that the function of television for children is to lead them towards adult capabilities and discipline them in the norms of adulthood. By contrast, the merchandising effort around Teletubbies and other children's programmes can be seen as a cynical ploy to make money and as evidence of television's contamination of childhood by the ideologically suspect world of adulthood's commodities, brands and consumerism. This critique rests on the value given to childhood's supposed freedom from the acquisitiveness and commercialism of adult culture, where childhood is regarded as a privileged realm of 'natural' play and freedom that should be protected. The relative lack of paternalistic instructional discourse in Teletubbies, the child-centredness that might be found in the supervisory gaze of the sun baby who floats above Teletubbyland, and the Teletubbies' childlike love of falling over, hugging and splashing in puddles, for instance, derive from its producers' liberal embrace of the latter of these conceptions of childhood. Anne Wood was quoted to that effect in a Radio Times feature in 1997: 'We knew there would be debate about whether it is possible for children to make their own meaning or whether they constantly need instruction from an adult. There are people who still believe the only way to help children is to instruct them. We're coming from a different philosophy. We credit our viewers with lots of imagination.' 19 The debates about whether Teletubbies promotes the acquisition of language and social relationships, or wallows in directionless play, rehearse old arguments about the aims, legitimacy and value of children's television in an era of waning certainty about the function and value of public service television. 20 Parents, educators and regulators targeted the BBC in particular to urge that programmes for children should have greater regard for the functions of television in education and child development. These responsibilities on the part of programme-makers and broadcasters have underlain much of the discourse of British television production for children in the public service tradition, since PSB has aimed to provide educative or improving programmes, and to offer a range of different programme types at different levels of accessibility for adult and child audiences. The issue is whether television, made by adults for children, should discipline an unformed and wayward childhood out of its alienness and towards adulthood, or whether television should cradle an Edenic and natural childhood whose difference from adulthood is a sign that it is the essential core of humanity before adult culture deforms it.
Why choose Teletubbies?
There are two related but contrary ways of thinking about the relationship between childhood as a concept and actual children, and in both everyday and critical discourses these tend to blur and turn into each other. This problem has affected very many discourses from moral panics in the popular press, educational legislation, television policy and of course the behaviour of both should behave, how adults should relate to children, and how television should be made for them, for example. In writing about childhood and children, there is a perpetual oscillation between using the concept of childhood as an explanatory frame for understanding actual children, and adducing actual children's actions to support or challenge conceptions of childhood. The two issues here are which comes first, the concept or the 'evidence', and how the boundaries around childhood set up its propriety by including some elements in it and excluding others in a way which facilitates the eruption of what seems alien into both childhood and its other.
Teletubbies is a fascinating site for analysing negotiations around conceptions of childhood, the audience imagined for children's television, and representations of human and alien, adult or child subjectivity. Childhood for Telebubbies is familiar but alien, so is adulthood and so is television. The fact that childhood is both an anterior prefiguration of adulthood and an other to it, means that the Teletubbies and childhood represent, at the same time, boundaries, others, prefigurations, and confusions of categories. Television enacts and mediates the categories of adulthood and childhood, alien and familiar, and is represented as both familiar and alien itself, so it is part of these debates as well as a medium for working them through. have shown that childhood is far from precise in either the programme or the theory. Each of them works on an absent childhood and absent children that are at the centre of their discourse and also frame its borders. Forming a conception of childhood and adducing knowledge about actual children is an inescapable task for Teletubbies and, it seems, for postmodernist thinking that bases its sense of the present on a retrospectively constructed past. But at the same time as childhood and children become familiar and knowable others, they introduce into adulthood and the lives of adults the alienness and unknowability that they represent. Considering
Teletubbies in this way is an excellent means to deconstruct what is at stake in television for
children, and what children and childhood are for television.
